Why Do We Have Lent? by Williams, Mel
Why Do We Have Lent?
Posted on Mon Mar 06 2006:
Mel Williams
WHY DO WE HAVE LENT?                   Mark 1:9-15
Watts Street Baptist Church 
March 5, 2006  (Lent I) 
Why do we have Lent?   Do we have to have Lent?  Do we have to go through 40 days of wilderness struggle? 
Some of us, perhaps most of us, bring a healthy resistance to this season.  There is part of me that says, “I don’t want to go through this solemn time of soul-searching and self-examination.  I don’t want to think about suffering, pain, demons and dark times.”  We already know how the story of Jesus ends.  Why not skip over to the last chapter, the happy ending, the resurrection?  Why not skip the conflict and pain of Lent and Holy Week?  Let’s get to Easter NOW.  But then someone will remind us, “You can’t get to the resurrection without first going through the wilderness.”  Life is like that! 
How can we understand Lent?  Through the liturgical year, we are “keeping time with Jesus.”  We are participating in the seasons of Jesus’ life---his birth, his ministry, his love, his struggles, death, and resurrection.  Part of keeping time with Jesus is staying close to him as he journeys through his Lent. 
During his forty days in the wilderness, Jesus struggled with temptation and trials.  He was fully human as we are.  But we also have our Lent; we have our times of being lost and alone, struggling to find our way.  So we look for parallels to Jesus’ life in our life.  Where do you and I find a wilderness in our journey? 
Before my final year in divinity school, I decided to spend a summer working in the National Parks Ministry in Yosemite Valley, California.  In late May I headed west in my trusty Volkswagen – not a yellow one then or a silver one, but a red one.  I had never seen California, so I was full of excitement.  And with the intemperateness of youth, I was trying to drive the maximum number of miles I could drive every day.  On one particular day I reached Rapid City, South Dakota.  It was getting near evening, and I wanted to make another 100 miles before stopping.  About 9:00 that night I realized that I was somewhere in South Dakota approaching an area called the Badlands.  Given my enthusiasm at age 25, I thought it would be a great experience to see the Badlands in the middle of the night. 
Before I knew it, the Badlands were all around me – miles and miles of white, dusty rocks and hills.  It was an eerie sight, with a strange fascination.  It was like being on some deserted planet.  No trees, no vegetation---only this barren white terrain.  At first I was enjoying the feeling of being a Volkswagen cowboy in the Wild West.  But then I began to notice that my VW was the only car I had seen in the past hour.  No one else was anywhere to be seen!  
I also noticed that each stretch of the road began to look like the last stretch of road.  I got uneasy.  There were many curves and turns around those white, jagged rocks.  A voice inside me said, “Didn’t you just make this same turn ten minutes ago?  Are you going in circles?”  My palms got sweaty, my heart began to pound.  I was scared! 
Those once fascinating white rocks began to look ominous.  I was now convinced that I was lost – in the Badlands of South Dakota in the dark of night.  I stayed "lost” for several hours on that confusing, winding road.  Finally I saw some lights ahead.  It was a Badlands town with a Badlands motel.  Though I had intended to camp out that night in my tent, the Badlands Motel was a welcome site.  
All I wanted to do was to go to sunny California, to the beautiful valley of Yosemite.  But, given the road I was on, to get to California, I had to go through the Badlands. 
To get to the beautiful valley of Easter, we have to go through Lent.  Lent provides a time and space where we can enter the “Badlands of life”---the struggles, fears, and demons that test our resolve.  Given the road Jesus was traveling, the road to new life, he had to go through the Badlands too---his wilderness of testing and fear, his eerie place of demons and pain. 
There was a saying in the early church:  “To reach the savior of souls, you must first pass by the dragon.”  There comes a time for all of us to face our dragons, our demons, our dark side---our fear, grief and anguish.  The issue is:  What can we learn from this experience?  And what can we learn from Jesus’ experience? 
What did Jesus learn in his Lent?  In the desert Jesus was tempted by Satan.  The Gospel texts mention three temptations.  Someone has described these three temptations as:  l.  the need to be effective; 2.  the need to be right, and 3.  the need to be in control. (from Richard Rohr)  “Turn these stones into bread,” Satan said to Jesus.”  Be effective, so people will admire you.  Secondly, Satan quoted Scripture to Jesus:  “If you will jump off the pinnacle of the temple, the angels will hold you up.  You’ll be right!”  It’s the need to be right, to be spiritually one-up.  Thirdly, Satan offered Jesus all the kingdoms of the world.  “You can be in control. You can have political power.  You can make things turn out exactly the way you want.”  Three temptations:  the need to be effective, the need to be right, the need to be in control.  I suspect that these are temptations we face too.  If Lent is about giving up, can we give up our need to be effective, to be right, and to be in control? 
When we’re going through our particular Badlands, the real question is whether we will place our trust NOT in our own personal efforts (being effective, right or in control).  The question is whether we can place our trust in God alone.  I suspect that we often place our trust in our favorite “fix”---our way of doing things, our habits, our way of over-eating, over-obsessing, over-controlling.  But behind every compulsive behavior is a misdirected effort to place our trust in God – rather than in food or drink or our own self-importance---which may tempt us like Satan whispering to Jesus. 
Wilderness may be a necessary part of our journey.  God’s doesn’t rescue us with an airlift over the wilderness. God says, “If you want freedom, head for the wilderness.  If you want a new beginning, head for the wilderness.  If you want a clear sense of your life-direction, head for the wilderness. And…trust me.”  As the stanza of the hymn says: 
When through the deep waters I call thee to go, 
the rivers of woe shall not thee overflow. 
For I will be with thee, thy troubles to bless 
and sanctify to thee thy deepest distress. 
Wilderness distresses come to all of us---an illness, a death, a divorce, loss of job, rejection by a friend, retirement, vocational struggle.  Any of these can drive us into the Badlands when we may fear that we are losing our way.  Then we may hear ourselves saying, “This is a terrible time in my life.  I never thought I would feel so much fear, resentment, loneliness, pain, even rage.  I don’t think I can get through it.” 
We may not like the wilderness time; but how many people have we heard say, “That was a terrible time in my life, but I learned so much about myself and my life through that experience.”  In the wilderness we have the opportunity to find our inner resources---courage, faith, resilience, and depth.  Going through a wilderness season is like a clay pot going into the fire of the kiln.  The rough edges, the loose particles, are being burned off.  Listen to the text of the hymn: 
When through fiery trials thy pathway shall lie, 
My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply. 
The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design
Thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine. 
That cleansing, refining process is what makes the clay pot strong and beautiful. But it’s only natural that in the middle of the wilderness heat – or the cold, we would rather be somewhere else. 
It’s a similar process when we follow Jesus through Lent.  As W.H. Auden wrote, “He is the Way.  Follow him through the land of unlikeness; you will see rare beasts and have unique adventures.” 
 
Why do we have Lent?  When we choose the journey toward God, we will inevitably go through our “Badlands.”  We can’t get to Easter without going through Lent---this season to struggle with our demons, our temptations, our limitations, and our strength.  
Lent is a season to listen to our life and to the God our life.  It’s a season to learn again to trust.  For it is trust alone that produces wholeness, unity, peace, and security.  And if we can trust, we are given what we need for the journey.  
So may it be.  AMEN.
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